
 
 

Reconstruction: America After the Civil War, Episode Four 
 
TOPIC: Birth of a Nation: Rewriting History through Propaganda 
GRADES: 9 - 12 
 
INTRODUCTION 
The Birth of a Nation was a 1915 silent film, directed by D.W. Griffith, fictionalizing the history of 
the Civil War and Reconstruction. At the time of its release, it was considered a pioneering 
artistic achievement in the history of cinema. But, in reality, it was a racist piece of “Lost Cause” 
propaganda, seeking to transform the Ku Klux Klan from terrorists into heroic vigilantes who 
rescued the South from uncivilized blacks.  
 
This film rewrote the history of Reconstruction, seeking to redeem the South and erase the 
positive contributions and progress that African Americans had made. African American men 
are vilified and shown as vengeful former slaves, while the Ku Klux Klan is celebrated as 
protecting the country from the perils of racial equality. Not only was this portrayal untrue, it was 
the opposite of what actually happened. During Reconstruction, the Klan terrorized and 
assaulted countless numbers of African Americans in order to intimidate them from exercising 
their basic rights, including voting. 
 
The NAACP, founded in 1909, strongly opposed the film and even sought to have it banned. But 
their protests were not successful. The film screened widely, even at the White House for 
President Woodrow Wilson. Not long after the film's release, the KKK was reborn.  
 
During the 20th century, many Americans learned about Reconstruction through the distorted 
viewpoint in films like The Birth of a Nation. The film is considered the greatest blockbuster of 
the silent film era. Thomas Dixon, who wrote the book The Clansman, on which The Birth of a 
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Nation was based, reveled in its success. "The real purpose of my film was to revolutionize 
Northern audiences that would transform every man into a Southern partisan for life." 
 
VOCABULARY 

● Reconstruction: Following the Civil War, the Reconstruction era sought to remedy the 
inequities of slavery while readmitting the Southern states back into a reunified nation 

● Lost Cause: The distorted interpretation of the Civil War developed by white 
Southerners, viewing the  Confederate past with nostalgia while brushing past the 
horrors of slavery. In the years following the war, the Lost Cause was largely accepted 
by white Americans who found it to be a useful tool in reconciling white Americans, North 
and South. 

● Propaganda: Information, especially of a biased or misleading nature, used to promote 
or publicize a particular political cause or point of view. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

● What was the intention of the film The Birth of a Nation, according to its writer Thomas 
Dixon?  

● How did the film influence racial attitudes and behavior in the South? 
● Did the NAACP’s efforts result in the censorship of the film?  
● Why is it significant that the president showed this film at the White House? 
● How can propaganda influence perceptions of history? 

 
ACTIVITIES 
Activity: Film and television are created from the point of view of the director - even 
documentaries - and will inherently have bias and show the perspective that the filmmaker 
chose.  
 
As shown in the clip, media can be a powerful way to shape public perception, and that also 
includes the content that is distributed via social media, which may or may not be accurate. 
 
Watch the clip above and discuss how The Birth of a Nation shaped perceptions of the 
Reconstruction era.  
 
Films: 

● Have the class list films that depict historical periods or events that they’ve seen.  
● Can you think of any film that has evoked a backlash or public response?  
● How do these films shape our perceptions of the event or period? 
● How do films use stereotypes to shape our perceptions of different groups of people?  

 
Social media: 

● How might people today use social media to distribute content that molds false 
impressions of current events? Can you think of examples? 
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● Do you think that misinformation that is distributed on social media today will be taken as 
historic fact in the future? Why or why not?  
 

 
ADDITIONAL READING 

● George Mason University, History Matters, “An NAACP Official Calls for Censorship of 
The Birth of a Nation”  

● National Endowment for the Humanities, “Birth of a Nation, the NAACP, and the 
Balancing of Rights” 

● George Mason University, History Matters, “Film as Social and Cultural History”  
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http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4966
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/d/4966
https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/birth-nation-naacp-and-balancing-rights
https://edsitement.neh.gov/lesson-plan/birth-nation-naacp-and-balancing-rights
http://historymatters.gmu.edu/mse/film/socialhist.html

